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Abstract
Based on qualitative research with migrants, their children and key informants in Albania, this paper investigates the experiences of return migrants with social protection and their positionality towards social protection stakeholders. Return migration to Albania has intensified in the past few years due to the economic crisis in different European countries where many Albanians have migrated to since the beginning of the 1990s. Findings of multi-sited fieldwork testify to the centrality of social protection in the process of migrants’ relocation to the country of origin. Due to the transnational and transtemporal dimensions of the return process, access to and overall experiences of social protection are mediated by different understandings and regulation of the thresholds of vulnerability, need and welfare held by return migrants, locals, policy makers and service providers. These staggered understandings and thresholds are embedded in an observed transnational and translocal developmental gap between the country of immigration and country of origin where migrants relocate to. Resource environment in the context of return is, therefore, characterised by cognitive and material discontinuities at transnational and transtemporal level. Experiences of these discontinuities impact on returnees’ social protection strategies and have significant implications for their social and economic positioning upon return to the country of origin.





Since the early 2000s, literature on migrants’ social protection has rapidly grown, linked closely to a significant policy and academic interest in migrants’ access to welfare regimes of receiving countries (Bilecen and Barglowski 2015). Nonetheless, despite the proliferation of research on return migration in the past few years, issues of social protection in its context, as those of structural integration in general (Cassarino 2014), have hardly featured in this strand of literature. 
According to Bommes (2000, 91), ‘… migration can be taken as part of a process that erodes the classical arrangement by which welfare states provide an ordered life course for the members of the national community, i.e. for their citizens​[1]​, in exchange for political loyalty’. Migrants’ positionalities towards different social protection stakeholders are little researched. Literature on welfare states and social protection in the context of migration has indeed evolved around the centrality of the nation-state and issues of migrants’ access to formal social protection, which was to determine their social positioning in the country of immigration. It follows that return migrants are ‘unproblematic’ in the context of social protection in the country of origin, since unlike immigrants in different high-income countries, return migrants are not politically scrutinized against domestic unemployment and welfare cuts upon return to the country of origin (Sabates-Wheeler and Feldman 2011). 

Furthermore, most literature on welfare, migration and social protection is based on a broad underlying assumption that migrants and states are, or should, be in a continuous and coherent relationship with each other (Bommes 2000), whilst migrants react to formal constraints to social protection by employing informal social protection strategies (Bilecen and Barglowski 2015; Sabates-Wheeler and Feldman 2011). This assumption is to a large extent valid in the context of immigration and migrants’ interaction with state structures in the developed world. The same might not hold true for many migrants who have experience with rather fluid state structures and less resourced and responsive welfare systems in their countries of origin (Avato, Koettl and Sabates-Wheeler 2010; Pellisery 2013), which become highly relevant in the context of return. 
This paper goes beyond this ‘systems’ analysis and refers to the concept of resource environment (Levitt et al. 2017) in order to investigate the patterns and dynamics of social protection systems and practices in the context of return, focusing on the recent intense waves of Albanian migrants returning from Greece. Resource environment was proposed in order to overcome the spatial limitations of former theories and concepts based on the centrality of the nation-state together with the duality between the formal and the informal protection, and to also acknowledge the role of transnationality (Dobbs and Levitt 2017). Nonetheless, empirical analyses that employ this recent concept are limited, and its propositions in terms of the implications of transnational economic development in the context of return are yet to be tested. As Albania is a middle-to-high income country, the transnational resource environment in this context is nuanced by the fact that the Albania-Greece migration corridor does not comply with the rather hegemonic developmental classifications in literature on social protection that emphasise the north-south global divisions (Avato, Koettl and Sabates-Wheeler 2010; Levitt et al. 2017). 
Questions also arise regarding the temporal dimensions of resource environment in the context of return. While simultaneity is an important aspect of the transnationalism paradigm (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004), this paper maintains that certain links and interdependencies between migrants and institutions operating at different levels, are not uncontroversially sustained across borders, when different welfare regimes are in operation and whilst key social protection stakeholders operate on different registers of need, vulnerability and wellbeing. In the rapidly increasing flows of return migration in the context of the Western Balkans and worldwide, these staggered registers have implications for policy-making on return and (re)integration (IOM 2017). 
In this paper, social protection is approached holistically, as an assemblage of formal and informal strategies, as both a combination and a distinction between these two forms is recommended in the literature (Bilecen and Barglowski 2015). Based on recent calls for multi-sited transnational and translocal research (Dobbs and Levitt 2017: IOM 2017), the paper aims to shed light on three main questions: To what extent is social protection prominent in migrants’ return process and (re) settlement experiences? What are the time-space dimensions and dynamics of resource environment in the context of return migration? What is the return migrants’ positionality towards social protection systems and stakeholders?




From Welfare State to Resource Environment: Social Protection and (Return) Migration
Literature on social protection is broadly characterised by a lack of concern with migrants’ positionality towards social protection systems, and the spatial and temporal dimensions of their positionality. In early 2000s Bommes wrote: ‘If biographies are understood as the result of a sequential process in which chances for social participation, supported by welfare states, are accumulated, then migrants are likely to be structurally poor because of their specific relation to national welfare states’ (2000, 90). Migration itself, or rather, as Gardner and Ahmed (2009) point out, the social relations generated alongside spatial mobilities with the state and non-state subjects, was seen as a social protection strategy. Yet, ‘the atypical lifecycle of migrants’ (Avato, Koettl and Sabates-Wheeler 2010, 455) was transforming the very classic foundations of the welfare state; these foundations were based on citizenship and loyalty of citizens, which the nation-state sustained through provisions and services that buffered the risks over the life course. Unsurprisingly, irregular migrants featured as unacknowledged subjects in the nation-state’s territory, being part of national economies, but not of the national welfare system (Broeders and Engbersen 2007). How the welfare states treated the issue of (irregular) migrants was to have major consequences, first for their positioning in society and second, in the longer term, for their social inclusion and broader (in)equalities (Bommes 2000; Faist and Bilecen 2015). 
Research on social protection of migrants was nonetheless influential in shaping social policy and migration research alike (Deacon and Stubbs 2013). Some studies tried to highlight the role of (under)development in the Global South and its impact on welfare systems of major migrant-sending countries (e.g. Avato, Koettl and Sabates-Wheeler  2010) highlighting the prevalence and importance of informal social protection through social networks and self-insurance. With the consolidation of transnationalism, the analysis of social protection could no longer be solely based on the immigrant-receiving nation-state. The focus of the transnational paradigm on multiplicity and simultaneity (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004) freed the social protection literature from a migrant vs non-migrant, sending vs receiving country dichotomised thinking (Bilecen and Barglowski 2015). Not only migrants’ lives were lived across borders; their experiences have the potential to impact the understanding of wellness in the receiving countries as well as the same conceptions in their countries of origin (Wright 2012). 
However, recent studies maintain that research on social protection in the context of migration ought to incorporate the transnational continuities as well as fractures of a socio-economic, political and emotional nature (Faist and Bilecen 2015; Levitt et al. 2017). Recently research has also acknowledged that the concept of social protection is marked by a dichotomy, which considers the formal and informal social protection as two distinct realms (Bilecen and Bargolwski 2015). Four dimensions of social protection - accessibility, portability, labour market conditions and informal networks of support (Sabates-Wheeler and Koettl 2010) were recognised across the board; nonetheless, formal social protection was distinctly defined as provisions offered by states and was privileged against informal social protection or protection deriving from the relatives and social networks. 
This emphasis on the formal social protection is based on several assumptions. First, suiting the organization of the Northwestern nation-states, the formality of social protection systems worldwide is taken as a given, warranting a clear distinction between the formal and informal, and ignoring the ‘different degrees of state legitimacy’ across the globe, and in the developing world more particularly (Pellissery 2013: 87). A rather significant focus in the literature is put on the difficulties of migrants to access the formal social protection in the Global North; but a hegemonic understanding of development has meant that differences within the major development zones remain unexplored. Second, access is broadly understood as the existence of provisions for migrants and their formal ability to ask for them (Sabates-Wheeler and MacAuslan 2007). Whether provisions translate into actual assistance to migrants is not coherently questioned and researched. Pointing to this, Levitt et al. (2017, 11) argue that ‘research on social protection needs to examine not only the number and size of an individual’s arrows over time and in relation to others; it also needs to unpack the content of those arrows themselves’.
Observing this dichotomous and hierarchical thinking, social protection was more recently defined as an assemblage of formal and informal strategies and resources, which migrants draw upon in the contexts of global wealth disparities (Bilecen and Barglowski 2015). The concept of assemblage makes important contributions by critiquing the direct causal relationships between the formal and informal aspects of social protection. It also remains mindful of the role of the nation-state in terms of enabling or obstructing migrants’ social protection strategies through its welfare regimes (Faist and Bilecen 2015). However, little is known about migrants’ strategies in relation to the dynamics of social protection assemblages. 
Alongside these gaps, research is pushing forward with the transnational analysis of social protection, with the concept of ‘resource environment’ (Levitt et al. 2017) marking a more holistic conceptualisation. It refers to all formal and informal resources available to people on the move through state, market, third sector, social networks, which are contingent on personal characteristics. Here the nation-state is seen as less central compared to the assemblages approach and even less than it is maintained by original literature on the welfare state. Indeed, the concept of resource environment acknowledges the variability of social protection across space and time, while its global focus is closely linked to an attempt to understand the implications of development for social protection. As Levitt et al. (2017, 6) put it, ‘migrants move between spaces with varying state capacity, where the scope of formal social protection may be far-reaching or quite limited’. 
Yet, migrant mobilities are rather overlooked in the social protection literature, which has only started to explore the transnational features of migrants’ engagement with social protection systems, pointing to a certain selective transnationalism (Boccagni 2011). In particular, returned migrants’ approach and strategies in relation to this varying state capacity are not explored due to an overall biased focus on immigration (Faist and Bilecen 2015). Early studies have shown that return does involve adjustment problems due to the move from developed industrial countries to less developed ones (Gmelch 1980), but this ‘transnational development gap’ is not given due attention in the literature. As far as the welfare state and social protection literature are concerned (Bommes 2000; Faist and Bilecen 2015), returning migrants may be perceived as automatically ‘catered for’ by the social protection system in their country of origin, since they generally hold their national citizenship. 
An attempt to theorise return migrants’ experiences was made by Van Houte and Davids (2008) who emphasised migrants’ mixed embededdness (economic, social and cultural) post-return. Their model supports both the holistic approaches to return migration, emphasising the importance of pre-, during and post-migration stages, as well as the micro-level approaches that put the emphasis on the preparation or preparedness of migrants to return (Cassarino 2008). Their mixed embededdness model, however, is part of the broader literature on sustainability of return, and it does not make clear references to social protection (see also Kushminder 2017). 
Recent studies are nonetheless showing more interest in the experiential aspects of return migration. A broad-brush principle is that whether return is voluntary or involuntary is crucial to fully understand the return experience and (re)integration (Cassarino 2008; IOM 2017), though recent international research is increasingly talking about varying degrees of volition (Vathi 2017). Problems with employment and socio-cultural issues (King and Christou 2014; Prickett, Negi and Gomez 2012) and issues with care arrangements, age, gender and the effect of time in a transnational place (Coe 2016) and psychosocial adjustment and educational experiences of the children of returnees (Vathi and Duci 2016; Vathi, Duci and Dhembo 2016) are reported across the globe. Citizenship of the country of origin appears irrelevant in some nation-states that apply residency requirements for full participation of their (returning) citizens in welfare systems (e.g. the UK, Hall, Betty and Giner 2017). These post-return challenges have hampered (re)integration and have created new transnational practices captured by the notion of reverse transnationalism (King and Christou 2014) and even re-migration (Carling and Erdal 2014; Lapshyna and Düvell 2015).
Nonetheless, other gaps remain; research is yet to uncover the time-space dimensions of return migrants’ interaction with multiple social protection stakeholders, as looking at the ‘system’ as whole risks to reproduce existing hegemonies related to class, inequality, (in)formality and development. Further, only limited research has looked at post-return settlement and the role of locality (see Ni Laoire 2007), and particularly at the role of internal migration post-return, which as discussed below, has implications for social protection. Temporalities consist of another important unexplored aspect (Coe 2016), despite time featuring as constitutive to the concept of resource environment. Findings below show that return migrants’ experience with social protection is rather impacted by the co-existence of different experiential times in different legs of their migration trajectories. At policy and practice level a shift from sustainability of return to sustainability of (re)integration is observable which requires a holistic needs-based approach (IOM 2017), but empirical evidence on return migrants’ social protection experiences are scarce. Overall, the mixed findings on the ‘outcomes’ of return migration indicate the case specificity nature of social protection in its context (Bilecen and Barglowski 2015), which this paper aims to illuminate by analysing recent return migration to Albania.

Social Protection and Migration in Albania: the Case of Returned Migrants
Albania inherited a poor tradition of social protection from the communist era and poverty was officially recognised only in 1991 (Ymeraj 2007). The social protection system was established anew in the early 1990s, primarily as a tool to assist people cope with drastic privatisation. So far, social protection has mainly offered a short-term solution for acute social problems as the country is still challenged by absolute poverty, socio-economic disparities and limited social mobility, even though Albania is classed as an upper middle income country​[2]​. The practice of international guidance on social protection has intensified over time, particularly since the signing of the first association and stabilisation agreement between Albania and the EU in 2006 (Duci and Dhembo 2017). The EU is the most important donor at country level (BCSDN 2014, 34), but no particular donoring focus is put on social protection. 
Nonetheless this area has been the focus of systematic scrutiny. Albania’s welfare spending compares unfavourably to EU member states and is also the lowest in the Western Balkans. In 2015, while many EU countries spent around 25-30% of their GDP in welfare state programs, Albania spent 11.7% (World Bank 2016). State budget for social protection has increased in recent years, but the portion allocated for social services working on the ground is very small (Duci and Dhembo 2017). Welfare services in Albania scores are low also in terms of citizens’ satisfaction. In 2016, citizens were least satisfied with employment (78%) and social welfare services (60%). It is under the heading of social welfare services where the greatest dissatisfaction gap between rural and urban areas is observed. Further, corruption and bribery remain major problems (IDM 2016). 
The post-communist and transitional Albania has been characterised, among others, by strong demographic changes, with direct impact on social protection. The migration of Albanians to Greece dates to the beginning of the 1990s, and until the beginning of financial crisis in 2008, Albanians in Greece constituted the largest Albanian migrant community in Europe (600,000) and the largest immigrant group in Greece (GoA 2005).  Since the early 1990s, Albania has been one of the top recipients of remittances in the world (World Bank 2014). Various governments ruling the country between 1991 and 2003 treated emigration primarily as a means to export unemployment and import wealth through remittances (Vullnetari and King 2011, 51).
Due to the economic crisis, return migration has intensified and a total of 133,544 adult migrants returned to Albania in the period 2009-2013 (INSTAT 2013). The first important milestone in this respect was the National Strategy on Migration 2005-2010 and the respective Action Plan, including a dedicated chapter on return (GoA 2005). Specific measures were put in place, such as the government’s decisions on vocational education and employment for returned migrants, and amendments to the law on social assistance and social services. Nonetheless, not much changed in the 2000s, due to an overall weak implementation of the foreseen measures (Grazhdani 2015).
Policy-making on migration intensified after 2010, coinciding with Albania’s citizens being granted freedom of travel in the EU Schengen Area. The Strategy on the Reintegration of Returned Albanian Citizens 2010-2015 and the respective action plan were dictated by EU concerns on potential intense migration from Albania. However, the European Commission notes that measures taken to mainstream migration issues in several national sectors produced limited results (EC 2016, 69). The strategy on reintegration led, however, to the setting up of a reintegration mechanism with thirty-six local Migration Counters​[3]​ serving as contact points for returned migrants.
Based on the social protection index developed by OECD (2007)​[4]​ return migrants have priority only in terms of active labour market programs, vocational education and social housing. In other state provisions, their accessibility level is low as they mainly consist of contribution-based benefits (appendix 1). In rural areas, returned migrants applying for agriculture and rural development funds get 10 points more than the local applicants. Evidence on the implementation of these measures and level of impact is somewhat lacking. The likelihood of further evidence gathering is low considering that the new strategy on social protection in Albania (2015-2020) does not make any reference to return migrants, and certainly does not list them among categories at risk (GoA 2016). No research exists also on the topic of informal social protection among migrants in Albania. Outside migration literature, informal networks of support are documented to be important (Dhembo 2012). 

Methodology
This paper draws on data from the project ‘The return and (re)integration of Albanian migrants and their children to Albania: implications for policy-making’, conducted in 2013.  Research for this project took a qualitative approach, with interviews and participants observation conducted in four different sites in Albania: Tirana, Albania’s capital; Korca, the biggest town in South-Eastern Albania, Saranda the biggest town in South-Western Albania and villages in Albania-Greece border. The total number of participants was 141, including 81 teenagers of Albanian origin whose families returned to Albania mostly from Greece, 51 adult migrants, 9 teachers and key informants. Including children in the research design was based on statistics on return migration to Albania, which show that many migrants are returning with their families and children (INSTAT 2013), and also on children’s overall invisibility in return migration research (Hatfield 2010). Furthermore, research has shown that Albanian migrants and their children have engaged in regular transnational visits over the years, which has exposed children to various aspects of social protection, and more broadly, to transnational aspects of development (Vathi and King 2011). Based on Christensen (2004), children in this research were viewed as ‘fellow human beings’; therefore, they were treated equally in terms of informed consent, but also in terms of their opinions throughout the research process.
The sample included both migrants who had returned very recently because of the crisis and others who had made a more independent decision to return. The average time spent abroad for adults was 14.6 years, and time in Albania post return was 1.9 years, ranging from five days to 9 years. Adults’ average age was 41.6 years, and the sample included 29 female and 22 male participants. The average age for children was 14.6 years, including children aged 11-19 years, consisting of 45 female and 36 male participants. The average time spent abroad was 10.22 years, whereas the average time spent in Albania upon return was 1.6 years.
Since data on returned migrants in Albania is largely lacking, creating a representative sample was difficult. However, efforts were made to enter the field from different points: organizations, state institutions and the researcher’s community connections. Snowballing was also employed as a complementary method. Four key informants with experience in the field of social protection at local and national level, and another key informant part of an INGO active in the field of return migration to Albania were interviewed. Visits were also paid to the local Migration Counters.
Interviews with migrants took place in different settings, often in family homes, and in many cases in the presence of relatives. This presence was helpful in generating more information on informal social protection. The vast majority of interviews were recorded and transcribed, and the rest was noted in handwriting format. 
The empirical material was analysed both deductively and inductively. The deductive analysis was based on the research questions on the links between migration and social protection set out in the introduction section and on existing literature in this field. However, due to the lack of  previous research on social protection in the context of return migration, the overall analytical stance was inductive in letting the data speak for themselves, in order to uncover the variety of links and implications in the context of return and migrants’ social protection strategies. The initial coding was aided by the use of NVivo; however, more detailed coding was conducted manually by two experienced researchers.

The Multi-dimensionality of Resource Environment in the Context of Return
The interactions and crises between social protection stakeholders in the context return migration in this research are multifaceted. Especially in the conditions of a not-so-voluntary return, social protection appears as an important factor considered in decision making and, as such, closely linked to return preparedness (Cassarino 2008). Even though the focus on portability of social rights does not feature prominently despite literature emphasizing its importance (Avato, Koettl and Sabates-Wheeler 2010), the conditions of the formal and informal social protection in the country of origin are weighted against the risk of losing the basic livelihood in the country of immigration. Indeed, return migration appears itself as a social protection strategy undertaken to avoid hardship in Greece, since by returning, migrants expect to benefit from lower living costs in Albania, second homes, support from their families, and an easy access to social protection since they would be ‘in their country’. The quality of local services is also taken into account when deciding where in Albania to re-locate. Key themes that characterize the resource environment in this context encapsulate migrants’ experience with return migration as a protection strategy based primarily on informal sources of protection, the very nuanced experience with services, and the spatiality of social protection. 
Invoking the state: return as an (informal) social protection strategy 
Data from the Government of Albania (2010) shows that 90% of migrants returned to Albania because of unemployment in the host country (mainly Greece). Some participants reported that they had been unemployed for a long period of time, ranging from one to more than three years. Symbolically speaking, home country appears as a generic informal social protection space; the state is invoked primarily taking a deficit approach as it is deemed incapable of providing protection.
Ymer (male 47, Saranda): I would not think there are Albanians that would seek to return to Albania, that have a job (in Greece) and say that they will go back to Albania…This is a big thing and a bad one. They come back because they are in difficulties. Because they will have no help in Albania… the state does not help them.
Interviews with migrants and with policy-makers and service providers showed that vulnerabilities differ between migrants who returned before the economic crisis and those that were forced from unemployment in the host country. In line with previous research on the role of preparedness (Gmelch 1980), the former fared much better upon return, their psychological state was better and their investments more successful.
Part of this preparedness could be considered the second homes that migrants bought or built whilst working in Greece. ‘Having own house’ was a driver for the returnees who had contemplated return, but the crisis gave them a final push. Toni (male 13, Tirana) narrates about the difficulties of returning to Albania in the middle of the school year because his parents were not working, but a house they had bought in Albania pushed them to return. Some migrants lost their family homes in the 1997 pyramid crisis in Albania and therefore could not rely on this resource upon return. These families, and those who did not buy or build a house whilst working in Greece, resorted to cohabiting with their parents. 
The poor state of the formal social protection system appears as a major factor that affects migrants’ perceptions on the outcomes of return. There is an invocation of the state in the narratives of the returned migrants, primarily in terms of their expectations on the state’s role in providing employment or by creating a better climate for migrants’ investments. As it is the case of migrants elsewhere (Sabates-Wheeler and Waite 2003), for returnees in Albania in face of high unemployment these serve as a crucial livelihood strategy. However, state provisions appear as not easily translatable into actual support for migrants. As a result, returning as a social protection strategy is primarily based on an assessment of the changing-for-the-worse conditions in Greece and expected informal social protection in Albania (Hagen-Zanker and Himmelstine 2013).
Bruna (female 44, Tirana): that’s how I thought about Albania, and Tirana… I thought I have my relatives, my basis…we would be with our parents…this consist of a basis…my father had a very high position as well, so I had support. This was the biggest push (to return)...  
Indeed, family members appeared to be the first source of help prior to and after returning to Albania. Emotional support was much needed in the early stages when they faced the initial challenges and started regretting the decision to return. Klea (female 33, Korça) contrasts this support with the cynical reaction of other locals who gossip or ask ‘why did you return?’. Families also offered practical help, by taking care of the children, helping them find a job, employing them in their business when they had one, lending or giving them money, or accommodating them in their houses, though often the local relations were unable to offer much due to their own ongoing difficulties. Some migrant families had to separate across borders as the process of returning was not straightforward; the relatives in Albania provided care for the children and step-by-step support as the families re-united in Albania. 
Nonetheless, the realities of informal social protection vary. Zina (female 36, Tirana) mentioned that her relatives in Albania supported them financially and materially when they were unemployed in Greece. In the majority of cases, however, returning migrants essentially close the channel of remittance flows to Albania which have consisted of important social protection strategies for their families (Vullnetari and King 2011). Some narratives disclosed the lack of informal support, which participants attribute to the lack of ongoing relations due to a long time away. Tani’s (male 45, Korça) relations with his relatives were weakened by his decision to leave the village and move to the city long before he migrated to Greece. Returning after many years abroad he found himself without any support, except for the ongoing relationship with his mother who still lives in his village of origin. A number of returnees who migrated internally from villages to bigger urban areas felt it would take time before they would get to know the neighbours and create social networks. As Bilbil (male 43, Korca) said, “...the city is not like the villages; here you are always indoors on your own. At the most, you say “good morning to your neighbour and that’s it!’ On the other hand, Hysen (male 38, Tirana) felt perplexed by his relatives’ lack of ethics and respect for privacy and boundaries. Therefore, informal social support is characterised by various degrees of separation and relatedness (Gardner and Ahmed 2009), which in this context are moderated also the locals’ perception of inequality and jealousy. 
Anda (female 36, Saranda): I have very good friends, but also others who behave like they want to say, ‘I am superior to you, even though you went to Greece’. A friend came to visit and she was trying to point out that ‘even though you went to Greece, although I am living in Albania, I am better than you’. She would compare the arrangements of my house with hers to point out hers was better… It’s a matter of envy…
Similarly, migrants who decided to invest enjoyed less support from their relatives; the myth of wealthy migrants clouded the morality of informal support among friends and relatives. When investments are non-profitable, this is particularly lamented by the returnees. Floriana (female 57, Tirana) mentioned also how returnees’ property rights were challenged by the informal mentality and opportunistic attitude of the neighbours and relatives:
Not seeing us around for a long time, they saw the empty house and thought one day it will be theirs. Because this is the mentality in Albania! We had to fight really hard for the house as we were put through all sorts…
There is, therefore, a continuum but also an interrupted line between the formal and informal social protection. Return environment upon return is fluid as it is affected by migrants’ transtemporal expectations on the (lack of) support from the state and help from their relatives. As we shall see in the coming section, the actual experience with different services offered by the state plays a significant role in migrants’ behaviour. 
Experience with formal social protection and services upon return
A general lack of proneness towards institutional re-anchoring is prevalent in the narratives of returned migrants. Return statistics confirm these attitudes; only 3000 returnees approached the local authorities out of more than 100,000 recorded in 2013.
Social protection system in the beginning of the 1990s and after the 1997 civil unrest, when many of these migrants left Albania, was non-existent or in a very poor condition.  Upon return, ‘the state’ is seen as a monolithic category reflecting partly the totalitarian mentality under the communist regime, which had as its main principles providing for all citizens a universal safety net (Ymeraj 2007). Migrants’ sense of place upon return appears to be linked to the memories of Albania when they left, as well as with the new experiences post-return (Ramji 2006).
Nonetheless, the actual attitudes towards formal social protection amongst our participants vary; Tani (male 45, Korça) expressed complete disbelief towards institutions dealing with employment and social security and rejected the idea of contacting them. Tatjana (mother 48, Tirana) was more proactive and approached many offices, but felt that even the officials saw the system as a shell without actual provision for returnees, resorting to an ‘OMG, what did we do to ourselves that decided to return!’ escapism. Kreshnik (male 37, Tirana) touched base with local offices, interacting with the various segments of the system, concluding that results are hard to come by, if at all possible. 
Therefore, participants’ narratives show that access to the formal social protection system, or lack of, is not only interlinked with issues of eligibility, but also with outcome achievement and effectiveness. Legally speaking, eligibility upon return to Albania is automatic and not dependent on contribution and residence, though this is not a unique case (see Bommes 2000 for a discussion of provisions for ethnic German returnees). Yet, an INGO representative mentioned the fluidity and incoherence of local and national authorities working on the ground when it comes to ascertaining returnees’ eligibility.
An important aspect of eligibility and access are the Greek names that Albanian migrants adopted as a strategy to regularise and integrate more easily in Greece. Guri (male 50, Saranda) lost his social insurance contributions as they are under his (fake) Greek name and cannot be transferred to Albania. This aspect is further complicated by the fact that, like other former communist countries (e.g. China), Albanian citizens are eligible only if they access the system in the area where they are registered. Eligibility and access are particularly complicated for returned migrants who have engaged in rural-urban migration post return, as part of a very intense rural-urban migration in post-communist Albania (Vullnetari 2012).
Tani (male 45, Korça): I was told that I am not eligible because I should direct my request to the commune of [area in Southern Albania] because I have not de-registered there and registered in the city…even though I left my village 15 years ago. They told me I was ineligible … for the small contribution of 80 thousand ALL​[5]​ because I also have a piece of land in the village…
Tani’s case is not an isolated one; many migrants residing in towns were refused social assistance because they owned some land in their villages, from which they did not have any income, others pointed to the laughable social assistance rates in Albania. Furthermore having a business makes them ineligible for protection from the state even though the success of these businesses varies (Vancluysen et al. 2017). Therefore, there appears to be a differential understanding of vulnerability between migrants and the state. The formal threshold of eligibility for state support is much higher than expected by the returned migrants. As Agron (male 48, Korça) puts it, ‘… you should really have nothing, otherwise they consider you rich!’ He was deemed ineligible for social assistance because he owned a car, which according to him, was a basic means of transport.
Access is also hampered by logistics. Panajot (male 56, Tirana) described the difficulties of handling preparation of paperwork in the capital and the misconduct of local civil servants, quoting also verbal abuse. Working the system appears to be a key part of adaptation upon return, which is firstly hampered by lack of consistent information. Many migrants were not even aware of the existence of Migration Counters.​[6]​ The most frequent route to get in contact with the formal social protection system was through the necessity for a health booklet. In Albania, to be eligible for one, the individual should be either employed or registered as a jobseeker. Others had also contacted the local Employment Bureaus. A high number of participants returned in active working age and interviews revealed that employment is key to returnees, but very difficult to realise especially for the ageing migrants. Returnees’ employment is also implicated with the de-skilling effect that migration to Greece had, as the majority of them worked in the construction and domestic work sectors (Vullnetari 2012). Additionally, INSTAT (2017) reports that unemployment in Albania remains relatively high, recorded at 15.6% in 2016. 
Therefore, there is a strong sense deriving from interviews that access does not equal achieving an outcome. Having networks appears as paramount in accessing the formal social protection system or materialising some of the provisions that are in place. The lack of strong rule of law in Albania in general reinforces a feeling of helplessness since the possibility to have redress is vague. As a result, the vast majority of the returned migrants spoke of lack of protection, as Narina (female, 39, Saranda) explains:
We returnees realistically are foreign again…now in our own country […] because we do not have protection, no one protects us… they do not help us. They think there was so much money in Greece that we went there and filled sacks! Basically wherever you go, in any state institution, they ask you if you have money (to give them); they see how they can milk you!
In some cases participants emphasize that they had received a quality service in some of the offices and that they were satisfied with it, but the end result, more often than not, did not consist of an outcome. Achieving a positive outcome is associated with experiences of bribing and hampered by the elaborate myth of richness that the public administration and the rest of the population have on returned migrants. This appears particularly true for the health services. 
Edlira (female 47, Korça): When I went to the state hospital, the first thing was the money (bribing); if you do not give them money, none comes over to check on you. One bottle of serum I needed and had to wait until my husband paid 1,000 ALL.​[7]​ 
However, the attitudes of migrants towards formal social protection upon return appear as guided also by a certain hierarchy and immediacy of needs, with health  and children’s wellbeing consisting of a priority, especially among the participants who returned with their families and children. Most importantly, the expectations of the returnees play an important role in their interaction with social protection system, which requires an adjustment of their ideas on quality of life and service after returning from a well-off country (Cerase 1974). One such expectation is concerned with the automatic eligibility and facilitated access as pointed out in the quote below:
Migration Counter Service officer: The first problem for the returnees is employment.  It’s a serious problem because they come back and think that now that they are in Albania everything will be there for them…because they come back to their country… They left 20 years ago and do not know that there are no more co-operatives; now they are called companies and investors, and so on…
Service providers, therefore, perceived migrants’ claims as excessive expectations for support from the state and as claims for positive discrimination in face of the existing socio-economic problems in Albania. These issues exert pressure on a fragile social protection system, as an INGO representative emphasised: 
We have had cases of migrants who come with this mentality, ‘I returned now so I have nothing to do and I will do a vocational training course… since it is free… perhaps a hairdresser’s course?’, and they leave it in the middle. In time that many other people who are not migrants would like to do that course, but they cannot afford it. This is not at all positive in my opinion. The law considers vulnerable migrants those with economic problems, but how do you define and ascertain economic problems?
Put together, the views of service providers and those of migrants highlight the significant gap between the formal social protection provisions and actual implementation on the ground. They also speak of the vast differences between the various stakeholders in terms of formal and informal conceptions of vulnerability and need, and migrants’ challenges of (re)integrating different expectations and standards upon return. 
Within and beyond the nation-state: locality and transnationality 
Despite supporting the transnational nature of the resource environment, this research showed that the role of the nation-state remains paramount.  An important issue that highlights this is the lack of transnational arrangements between Albania and Greece on the portability of social security contributions. Migrants returning before retirement age appear as one of the most vulnerable groups. Adem (male 56, Korça) left at the age of 35 and spent 21 years working in Greece and is not entitled to a pension in either of the countries: ‘we lost (social security contributions) this side and that side, too. This is the worst crisis, for our generation that was badly hit from both sides’.
Furthermore, a range of types of support are not available in Albania, showing a far less resourced social protection system, made evident to returned migrants through their transnational lens (Faist et al. 2015). Koli (male 40, Saranda) contrasts his experience with access to loans without interest as a migrant in Greece, which helped him start up a business there, with the dire situation in Albania. Therefore, an important aspect where the role of the nation-state is evident is the transnational imaginaries and comparative evaluations of migrants. As Bilbili (male 43, Korça) states when comparing the benefits of social protection systems in Greece and Albania:
There (in Greece) we knew about this, we were aware. We had our own insurances; the level of protection was much higher, each of us had his own insurance; I had mine, my wife had hers and also my son had rights and his own benefits. It is true that recently the system was in crisis, but before that he had the same social protection rights with the Greek children.
The transnational aspect of social protection in this context cannot be dissociated from its transtemporal one. Some migrants cultivated feelings of mistrust towards the system in Albania during their time abroad; encounters of miscarriage of justice during their return visits to sort out legal issues in Albania were examples they draw on. Transnational visits, therefore, gave rise to cumulative widening gaps between the state and migrants. For some migrants, the understanding of their relations with their families and kin was based on the one-to-two weeks trip in Albania each year, and their memories of the ‘… same love we had before, the same way we lived 20 years ago’ (Kreshnik, male 37, Tirana), which did not correspond to their experience upon return. Others suffered disruption of family ties during their return visits over the years, not least because of their relatives’ expectations for remittances (Vathi 2015).
Upon return, the nation-state where migrants lived for many years appears as a monolithic category against which the dissatisfaction with the services in Albania is framed. Appreciation of the quality of the services as inferior to the ones they experienced in Greece is part of returnees’ understanding of the overall differences in terms of development between Albania and Greece. Other transnational accounts refer to the stark contrast they noticed between Greece and early 1990s Albania, which are evidently closing. Therefore, making reference to different standards of living across time and space gives rise to clashing understandings of wellbeing and vulnerability, which have implications for migrants’ strategies in assembling social protections forms in a resource environment. 
In this vein, migrants appear to constructively observe the local variations in terms of social protection. Different local aspects led returnees to make a decision on where to settle upon return; for example, schooling for the children, investment plans, climate, and also convenience. Reis (male 35) is originally from a village in Southern Albania, but settled in Saranda because schooling for the children would be better, not least because of the better infrastructure and better roads in towns and in Saranda in particular. Sometimes returned migrant families were initially based in their village or small town of origin, but later they decided to transfer to the capital, Tirana, as is the case of Adja’s (female 14, Tirana) family: 
Because we lived in a village, outside Korça, there were no jobs for my father and mother so we naturally decided to move, as we thought that we could not make a living that way and it would be better for us in Tirana, because schools are better than there [in the village]. And mum and dad could find a job!
Other interviews support Adja’s view on the situation in the villages as grim and dire. On the 26th of March 2013 on Vizion Plus​[8]​ a returned migrant was interviewed. He had returned from Greece 3 years ago and was trying to create a livelihood by working a piece of land. Because of continuous rain, his property was flooded. ‘We used to work in Greece, por edhe ajo na u pre’ (even that [livelihood strategy] was taken from us), he said, referring to migration to Greece as a vital alternative to village families. Yet, another characteristic of rural environment that was taken into account by other interviewees was the informality of rural Albania; this aspect makes it easier for the families to capitalise on the financial resources they have brought from Greece. Living costs are cheaper in the village since they would not have to pay rent, water and electricity bills. Informal economy is significant in Albania, while informal practices in terms of land ownership, building and electricity and water supply appear more common in rural areas (Dalakoglou 2010; Triantis and Vatavali 2016). 
Locality plays also an important role in enabling certain aspects of transnationality, pointing to the spatiality of social protection. This is particularly the case in Saranda and the surrounding villages, as it facilitates corporal and institutional transnational ties with Greece. In general, return to Albania is not seen as permanent; strong transnational ties are kept by migrants and their children in the form of visits to their friends and relatives in Greece, of short business trips, holidays and also short-term employment. It is thus common in Saranda that many families have not transferred their social protection contributions to Albania. Eli (female 46, Saranda) goes to Greece every 6 months​[9]​ to renew her residence permit. In the quote of Drita (female 50, Saranda) below it also appears that logistically speaking, it is easier for migrants to visit social protection institutions in Greece from Saranda due to geo-proximity and better infrastructure:
It’s both for economic reasons and for the quality of services which is better in Greece…So Ioannina is better for us, even better in Athens…It’s far, but a trip to Tirana is more tiring because of the conditions of our roads, when compared to a trip to Athens… And we are used to that…[…] Since we have the papers, and we also have a history of health issues and have a relationship with the doctors…




Despite return migration being overlooked in the social protection literature, in the context of recent returns to Albania, this form of migration appears as a complex social protection strategy. In turn, social protection experiences are central to migrants’ perception of their return and (re)settlement process. Return migrants’ positionality towards social protection stakeholders is first impacted by and contingent on a disjuncture that emerges between the nationally contained systems of social protection and migrants’ own transtemporal perceptions and their transnational and translocal ties. 
Zooming in on the everydayness, returned migrants’ attitudes towards and strategies of social protection are affected by a continuum and gaps between formal and informal social protection resources and procedures. Experiences with access to formal social protection uncover the need to talk about eligibility, logistics and informalities of formal social protection procedures. The strong focus on the formality of formal social protection and the generic understanding of access (Avato, Koettl and Sabates-Wheeler 2010) have disguised the fact that the journey from setting an agenda on formal social protection to making it work for migrants is not straightforward. Informality in the interactions with and the overall functioning of the formal social protection system leads migrants to shape their strategies of social protection according to their social and financial capital. The informal social protection is no less complex; assuming its availability upon return is not in line with the evolving and often suffering relationships with families, relatives and friends.
These findings are both contextual and universal. In Albania, as mentioned earlier, there is a disjuncture between the formal provisions and their implementation. While the legal framework and policy provisions are meeting the EU standards, the funding for achieving outcomes for migrants and non-migrants alike depends on the behaviour of major international donors (BCSDN 2014). At a global level, as Pellisery (2013, 87) puts it, ‘the challenge of global social policy is to develop frameworks capable of capturing different degrees of state legitimacy, both in terms of study and practice.’ Attention to informality of forms and practices of social protection is, therefore, imperative not only in the context of middle-to-high income Western Balkans economies, but also further afield. 
On the other hand, findings are pointing to the fact that, against a generic picture in existing literature on the links between development, social protection and migration, more attention should be paid to locality. Recent literature maintains that the ‘content’ of formal social protection is expected to vary locally and regionally, contingent on administrative forms that political systems employ to decentralise state power (Levitt et al. 2017). In this case study, it is not just the formal content of social protection and migrants’ access to it that varies locally; some of the stark differences refer to the informal aspects of formal social protection. Findings for example show that informality in rural Albania aids impoverished returned migrants’ livelihoods (Triantis and Vatavali 2016), even though it does not fit in the formally and morally approved range of protections (Pellisery 2013). 
However, experiences of migrants analysed in this paper speak about variability of the resource environment, which appears made up of resources (or lack of) and shaped via migrants’ actions or idleness. Literature has rarely questioned whether migrants make use of formal social protection (Bilecen and Barglowski 2015); a proactive approach towards social protection is assumed, but as the findings reported above show, for Albanian migrants returning from Greece, return migration did not translate into constructive relations with the Albanian state institutions, despite the automatic entitlement to access the formal social protection system, and many did not have close family and relations to return to. Gardner and Ahmed (2009) tried to dissociate migration from the actual provision of social protection, maintaining that it is not migration per se, but the social relationships that are formed alongside spatial movement. However, the concept of assemblage (Bilecen and Barglowski 2015) and resource environment (Levitt et al 2017) rest on a positive vision on social protection, implying existence of multiple resources and complementary and self-balancing behaviour of its components; the haphazardness and disruption of formal and informal social protection is not discussed comprehensively in the literature.
Beyond the material and procedural aspects, a more cognitive disjuncture is observed. While the formal relationship of return migrants with the state is continuous, based on the national citizenship they hold, the experiential side of their relationship with social protection is characterized by a mismatch in terms of standards, expectations and values. One important reason for this mismatch is that migrants view social protection upon return through a transnational and transtemporal lens. According to Carling and Erdal (2014) transnationalism interacts with each phase of return migration till re-migration; in this paper, this interaction appears as pertinent to social protection - both its understanding and its realisation by migrants. Migrants’ interaction with social protection stakeholders appear to be based on a relative understanding of need and vulnerability, informed by their transnational experiences and different level of provisions in Greece as compared to Albania. However, their understanding is not at the basis of the legal definition and social protection provisions by the state, and not always understood and embraced by the locals.
This mismatch, and access to social capital accumulated through migration are at the basis of some of the unique transnational social protection practices that migrants who returned to Albania engage with. Global social policy studies (Deacon and Stubbs 2013) and the concept of resource environment to a large extent aim to overcome the strong emphasis put on the nation-state, and call for a closer look at migrants’ own strategies to generate social protection. Yet, the transnationality of formal social protection is largely seen as perpetrated by the states through ‘extending their protective arm into others’ sovereign territory’ (Levitt et al. 2017, 5). Returned migrants in this case study actively engage in transnational institutional ties with the social protection system in Greece, keeping their membership and enjoying social protection services – practices that go beyond exportability or states’ willingness to allow non-residents access to its welfare system (Avato, Koettl and Sabates-Wheeler 2010). 
Returnees’ access to a well-resourced social protection system through transnational ties is furthermore an example of inequalities and the role of social protection in further influencing their patterns in the context of migration (Faist and Bilecen 2015). Nonetheless, the theme of inequalities applies differently to the context of returnees’ interaction with the social protection system in the country of origin. Social inequalities in migration and social protection literature are broadly based on characteristics such as citizenship, gender, social class, employment, legal status, but these intersectional characteristics appear as not as crucial for returned migrants. One reason is closely linked to the ‘flattening’ effect that de-skilling as a result of migration has on many migrant, certainly the case of Albanian migrants in Greece (Vullnetari 2012). Return migration is therefore constituent of and consequential for a discontinuous transnational social structure that migrants change their positioning against as part of the transnational migration and mobilities, and the different degrees and forms of social protection access and experiences appear to both corroborate and unsettle their social positioning across borders. 
Furthermore, differently from immigrants in developed countries (Avato, Koettl and Sabates-Wheeler 2010), return migrants are not politically scrutinised against labour market needs and the pressure they exert on the welfare system when they return to their country of origin. These factors make returned migrants’ experiences with social protection way more situational than those seeking to access social protection in the receiving countries. And so is their attitude towards full settlement or re-migration, similarly to King and Christou (2014) who emphasise the lack of structural integration of returnees and their tendency towards re-migration. As the findings above show, the social protection experiences upon return should also be seen within the framework of the mobile outlook of migrants and their highly agentic approach towards social protection and other ‘outcomes’ of migration. 
These findings, while highly relevant to the context of Albania, have broader implications for the design of (re)integration policies. In particular, the differences in understanding and definition of threshold of vulnerability have implications for the relationship between the various stakeholders and the design and outcomes of social policies for return migration and the overall reintegration process. Future studies could elaborate on these implications, while grounding the analysis on the contextual particularities of returnees’ experience with social protection.
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^1	  Italics added
^2	  OECD (2017) https://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/documentupload/DAC%20List%20of%20ODA%20Recipients%202014%20final.pdf
^3	  Migration Counters consisted of a desk and one officer as part of the Labor and Migration Offices in each region (35). These counters functioned from 2010 to 2015 to assist the re-integration of the returned Albanian migrants providing free orientation on vocational training, employment opportunities and access to housing and social assistance
^4	  http://stats.oecd.org/OECDStatDownloadFiles/OECDSOCX2007InterpretativeGuide_En.pdf 
^5	  around 60 Euro/month
^6	 
^7	  equivalent to €7, but the salary of a nurse in Albania is approx. €300. 
^8	  A major private TV channel in Albania https://www.vizionplus.tv/ 
^9	  She returned to Albania in 2011, so her 10-year residence card switched to a 6-months permit. This is linked to a lack of proof address in Greece and lengthy periods of time as a non-resident due to her relocation in Albania.
